Cellular interactions during the development of autoimmunity in a fetal lamb model of self-antigen deprivation.
Anti-thyroid autoimmune responses have been examined in fetal lambs, the immune systems of which had matured in the absence of exposure to thyroid-specific antigens. The lymphocytic infiltrate in self-thyroid tissue reintroduced into autoimmune lambs showed well-differentiated B and T cell domains. However, T cells from these fetuses were not sensitized against ovine thyroglobulin nor did serum antibodies appear against ovine thyroglobulin or thyroid peroxidase. In the light of these observations, it is inferred that the primary abnormality in the immune systems of fetuses deprived of exposure to thyroid autoantigens is likely to be a failure of the development of a normal T cell subpopulation responsible for down-regulation of autoreactivity. It is also concluded that overt autoimmunity develops only when these fetuses are challenged with thyroid tissue and that B cells may undertake an antigen-presentation role in its induction.